Moyers, a theologian-turned-journalist, 3 and Campbell, a comparative mythologist. Campbell, a meticulous prose writer, initially resisted the idea of transcribing the spoken interviews, but Moyers' choice of editor, Betty Sue Flowers, whom Moyers described as "herself interested in this realm of the spirit and in mythology," 4 persuaded Campbell to authorize the project and help Flowers in editing the volume. 5 In her introduction to The Power of Myth, Flowers stresses the "rich abundance of material" captured in the interviews, and she speaks of Campbell with reverence, describing him as "[answering] Moyers' penetrating questions with self-revealing honesty, based on a lifetime of living with myth." 6 Flowers' introduction, combined with Bill Moyers' description of Flowers as a spiritually minded person, suggests that The Power of Myth was assembled not so much as an academic text, but rather to give Campbell and his mystical ideas the most flattering showcase possible.
Although myth remains the primary focus of the book, the interviews delve heavily into philosophy and religion. Campbell outlines his concept of the monomyth 7 -a fundamental hero's journey underlying all of the world's stories 8 -and presents myth as a way to provide a moral education. 9 The professor also articulates his personal philosophy, "Follow your bliss," 10 praises authenticity and romantic love, 11 and expresses his disappointment in a world that he believes to be losing its mythological basis. 12 Twenty-five years later, both the book and the series DVD remain in print, 13 indicating that Campbell's ideas continue to resonate with the general public. Campbell's ideas have gained some traction in academia, too. Notably, Thomas C. Foster's widely read textbook, How to Read Literature Like a Professor, devotes an entire chapter to Campbell's theory that all stories are the same story. 14 Indeed, my high school English teachers taught the monomyth theory as if it was the only way to interpret mythology. Given the popularity of Campbell's ideas and the approaching twenty-fifth anniversary of Power, the text merits a new critical reading. In this paper, I will consider the relevance of The Power of Myth to the secular study of religion. By "secular study of religion," I mean the academic approach that eschews theology, focuses only on the empirical, observable aspects of religious practice, and does not consider one religious tradition to be inherently superior to another. Joseph Campbell was, first and foremost, a teacher, not a field researcher. In The Power of Myth, which reads like an introductory survey of comparative mythology and religion, Joseph Campbell borrows from the work of many other religious scholars. However, it is difficult to recognize 8 Ibid., 136. 9 Ibid., 4, 163. 10 Ibid., 118. 11 Ibid., Ibid., 82, 84, 131. 13 "Joseph Campbell on Power of Myth with Bill Moyers," Amazon, accessed December 4, 2012, http://www.amazon.com/JosephCampbell-Power-Myth-Moyers/dp/B003SXHZEA/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1354646550&sr=8-1&keywords=joseph+campbell+and+the+power+of+myth; "The Power of Myth [Paperback] ," Amazon, accessed December 4, 2012, http://www.amazon.com/The-Power-Myth-Joseph-Campbell/dp/0385418868/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1354646642&sr=8-1&keywords=the+power+of+myth. 14 Campbell's sources, due to the book's conversational structure and lack of a bibliography. Identifying the scholars from whom Campbell draws is therefore the first step in analyzing The Power of Myth.
Campbell's sources can be divided into three primary groups-the qualitative studies of religion, the empirical (or fully social-scientific) studies of religion, and the studies that blend the two approaches.
Rudolf Otto and Mircea Eliade are the most significant qualitative intellectuals who inform Campbell's discourse. The research of these men reflects a bygone era, when theology, not religious studies, dominated academia, and belief in God was a native category (i.e., considered objective and "a foundational taxonomic concept" of society). 15 According to Otto, religion encompasses non-rational, or numinous, elements. 16 In the presence of the numen, humans experience the mysterium tremendum, feeling of holy dread and awe, and then recognize God's tremenda majestas. 17 Campbell appropriates
Otto's terminology, describing myth as "a mysterium…tremendum et fascinans." 18 A discussion of cathedrals, which draw the individual's attention to the sacred or numen, greatly resembles Otto's reflections on sacred space and art. 19 Just as Otto assumes there is a numen, Eliade asserts that there is a genuine sacred, which manifests itself in physical objects. 20 Humans build their lives around sacred religious sites (particularly the axis mundi, the world's holy center) and convey divine truth through rituals. 21 Eliade contends that secularism is weakening symbolism and ritual, preventing men from reaching their full spiritual potential. 22 More so than Rudolf Otto, Eliade has a pronounced effect on Campbell's thinking. century's theological, qualitative study of religion and the 20 th century's secular, empirical study of religion. According to James, the sacred inspires strong emotion in individuals: "There must be something solemn, serious, and tender about any attitude which we denominate religious." 30 By using emotional rhetoric to characterize religion, James (like Otto and Eliade before him) implies that religion has given qualities. Throughout The Power of Myth, it is apparent that Campbell shares James' faith in religion's qualities. 31 Although James has his solemn sacred, however, he is also a psychologist who cites a seemingly endless number of case histories to 23 Writing several decades after James, Berger contends that religion creates plausibility structures, or sacred canopies-structured belief systems that place a meaningful order (nomos) onto the world. 35 Ibid., . 43 Ibid., 202. 44 Campbell, The Power of Myth, 213-214. 45 Ibid., 165-183. 46 Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion, [193] [194] [195] [196] [197] [198] [199] [200] [201] [202] numen, which is, in truth, an unverifiable, subjective concept. 47 In Religious Experience, a discussion of methodological problems in the study of religion, Proudfoot stresses the careful collection and interpretation of data. Secular scholars must avoid descriptive reduction, "the failure to identify an emotion, practice, or experience under the description by which the subject identifies it." 50 Descriptive reduction prevents scholars from recognizing the nuances of religious phenomena. Meanwhile, scholars should engage in explanatory reduction, "offering an explanation of experience in terms that are not those of the subject and that might not meet with his approval." 51 Ibid., 197. religious phenomena]." 52 Campbell's concept of the monomyth-the fundamental paradigm of the hero's journey underlying many diverse myths-is an example of correctly executed explanatory reduction. 53 In spite of this fact, which might again suggest some sympathy with the late 20 th -century empirical approach and postmodernism, Campbell engages in considerable descriptive reduction, a problem that I will explore later in this article.
Aside from the material he borrows from other writers, Campbell also throws his personal philosophical views into this theoretical mix. To a great extent, these ideas lack a direct correlation to the theories of religion outlined so far in the present work. Separately from his combination of theories, Campbell proposes his own religious plausibility structures, as he tries to establish universal principles found in mythology. Professor Campbell stresses the importance of personal experience and finding bliss. 54 He lauds the goddess traditions, describing women as representative of creation. 55 Humans must accept the hero's journey, which includes suffering and venturing into new places. 56 One part of the hero's journey is learning to love, which involves learning to be courageous. 57 Ultimately, individuals must find sublime peace, a feeling of wonder that cannot be conveyed fully in words. 58 Having mapped the extensive theoretical origins of Campbell's discourse, let us briefly summarize The Power of Myth's key implications. Campbell believes that there is a sacred or numen, which he describes as an abstract energy. Humans respond to this energy by creating myths, which give meaning to human life. The monomyth structure appears in the stories of most societies, indicating that there are universal principles and that religion possesses given qualities. The JudeoChristian tradition superseded many traditional myths and rituals; secularization weakened mankind's 52 Smith, Map Is Not Territory, 259 . The bracketed words are my own addition, for the purpose of clarification. 53 Campbell, The Power of Myth, 37-38. 54 Ibid., 120-121. 55 Ibid., [165] [166] [167] [168] [169] [170] [171] [172] [173] [174] [175] [176] [177] [178] [179] [180] [181] [182] [183] Ibid., [145] [146] [147] [148] [149] [150] [151] [152] [153] [154] [155] [156] [157] [158] [159] [160] [161] [162] [163] Ibid, 187. 58 Ibid., [230] [231] mythological knowledge further, inspiring civil chaos. However, individuals can rediscover myth and follow the ancient principles, namely the need to follow one's bliss, pursue romantic love, honor women, and recognize the divinity in other people. Seeing the divinity in all humans can aid the ecumenical and interfaith movements, while a rediscovery of myth can restore a layer of spiritual meaning that modern secular society lacks. Joseph Campbell's interpretation of myth and religion-a theoretical mélange-makes for intellectually engaging literature. Since Campbell draws from several modes of academic religious inquiry, he clearly strives for intellectual synthesis. He wants to propose new interpretations of religious myth, harmonizing two centuries of religious theory in the process. Professor Campbell's goal is laudable, but his argument is characterized by seven pronounced tensions. As Campbell shifts between scholarly camps, which are all jumbled together in his monomythic vision, these tensions become increasingly apparent and difficult to reconcile. My analysis of these tensions (or "incongruities," to borrow J.Z. Smith's terminology) 59 is somewhat anecdotal, but I feel that this structure is appropriate, given the anecdotal format of The Power of Myth.
(1) Campbell tends to speak of myth as if it is an eternal, self-evident construct, produced by the transcendent unity and elemental energy of which he frequently speaks. 60 As critic Robert S.
Ellwood notes, "For [Campbell] , a myth seem[s] to be a rather disembodied, timeless story of eternal human significance." 61 Elsewhere in Power, however, Campbell asserts that myth harmonizes the world with stories. 62 This claim is a concession that man constructs myth. By describing myth as almost a product of nature, yet also describing it as an empirical creation of mankind, Campbell contradicts qualities and the secular belief in religion's lack of qualities. These antithetical ideas cannot effectively be synthesized.
(2) In the course of the interviews with Moyers, Campbell praises knowing one's intellectual limits. 63 Meanwhile, Professor Campbell proposes forward his own system of spiritual beliefs. He speaks as though he has discovered an absolute, universal set of principles underlying all of the world's religious traditions. In other words, Campbell speaks like a prophet revealing the secrets of the cosmos, or a hermeneute manipulating the canon of religious stories to convey a certain point. 64 If he is a prophet, then Campbell is suffering from some degree of intellectual arrogance. If he is a hermeneute, then Campbell is being selective with his data. His plausibility structure of bliss and heroism is therefore not a universal truth, but rather one man's subjective interpretation of mythology.
(3) Campbell says that he does not oppose modern technology, which is a by-product of secularization and historical progress. 65 With that said, Campbell repeatedly expresses reservations about computer technology, even going so far as to call his first computer "an Old Testament god with a lot of rules and no mercy." 66 The supremacy of the human mind over technology becomes a recurring motif throughout The Power of Myth. Notably, when Campbell analyzes the Star Wars trilogy in terms of comparative mythology, he stresses the positive triumph of the intuition-trusting Luke Skywalker over the mechanistic Darth Vader. 67 Of course, the symbolism in Star Wars is not subtle at all, but Campbell the hermeneute chooses to stress this symbolic victory of humans over technology. As such, Campbell shows something of a reactionary streak toward the modern world, which he believes to be stripping humanity of its mythological foundations. Indeed, as Ellwood relates, 63 Ibid., 55. 64 Smith, Imagining Religion, [44] [45] [46] [47] [48] [49] [50] [51] [52] . 65 Campbell, The Power of Myth, 131. 66 Ibid., 18. 67 Ibid., 144. "Campbell…prided himself on not really being part of the modern world. He never watched television and had no interest in popular culture." 68 (4) Campbell's philosophical beliefs, emphasizing the pursuit of bliss and love, are heavily oriented toward individual experience. Although Campbell does discuss some examples of group rituals, which teach men to "live spiritually," 69 the majority of his thought is oriented towards individuals. According to Ellwood, Campbell considered himself a classical conservative; moreover, Ellwood contends that, " [Campbell's] (6) Like James, Otto, Eliade, W.C. Smith, and Berger, Professor Campbell believes that myth (and, by extension, religion) possesses genuine qualities. This view aligns not with pure social science, but rather with theology. Campbell's belief in a qualitative interpretation of religion is therefore an intellectual holdover from a less secular era. Considering that Campbell was in his eighties when he participated in this interview series, perhaps Campbell's fondness for older modes of thinking is understandable. Still, Campbell's support for certain qualities of myth robs his argument of some of the empirical rigor one would expect from a late-1980s religion study.
(7) Campbell plucks ideas selectively from the secular-empirical tradition, the theisticqualitative tradition, and the half-qualitative, half-empirical tradition. As such, to which faction of the study of religion does Campbell truly belong? Is Campbell a theist or non-theist? On the one hand, Campbell denies any belief in a personal god, 75 stating unequivocally that Jesus' ascension into Heaven 73 Italics are my own addition. 74 Campbell, The Power of Myth, 141. 75 Ibid., 213. is a scientific impossibility. 76 Meanwhile, Campbell speaks enthusiastically about genuine mysteries in the world, a divinity in all people, and a mysterious energy to which people respond through religious myth. There is some form of spirituality behind his discourse. Campbell is therefore trying to be empirical and qualitative, secular and religious, progressive and reactionary, all at once. He belongs neither to the purely empirical nor the purely qualitative school of religion. Rather, he is in line with W.C. Smith, William James, and Peter Berger, those thinkers who attempted (somewhat unsuccessfully) to meld the new techniques of secular scholarship and social science with classical theistic arguments.
Indeed, in addition to his comparative discussion of world mythology, Campbell wants to establish new plausibility structures of his own (bliss, love, etc.). He wants his readers to develop theological (or, as he might put it, mythological) beliefs, so he cannot be regarded as a secular intellectual. In his ruminations on world mythology and religion, Campbell combines the qualitative and empirical traditions with a healthy dose of his own personal philosophy. Surprisingly, he weaves these competing theories and personal anecdotes into a remarkably coherent discourse. Campbell is eloquent and passionate, and Bill Moyers contributes genuinely interesting questions, lending a strong Socratic aspect to the interviews. The text includes some intriguing claims about mythology, and Campbell's plea to follow one's bliss and find love is rather moving. Still, Campbell's argument contains 76 Ibid., 56.
